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"Feel good to be back in the saddle?" Garf asked the Tassarian in the pilot's seat of the Uma.

Pret ignored the gruff Devikian while she studied the star charts. "How do they remove an entire star system?" she muttered.

"By removing the star," Mirabel answered. The large woman stood behind Pret and to his right, but she was tall enough to see over the white skinned Tassarian's head with ease. So tall, in fact, that she nearly had to duck to keep from hitting her head on the ceiling of the repurposed yacht's bridge.

"You can't remove a star!" Garf grumbled.

Mirabel's response was in a soft and dead voice, "You can if you destroy it." 

Brindal twisted around from his station on the perimeter of the bridge. "Destroy a star? How do you destroy a star? Nobody's got a weapon that can do that!"

"There's no other way," Mirabel said.

Amber walked through the open doorway of the bridge and sat down in the captain's chair. "The Kesari blocked out entire stars, remember? Maybe they did that here."

"Those were dark stars," Mirabel said. "They are portals to... well, another phase of existence."

"I thought they linked our universe to others?" Amber asked. "That's what Aden explained."

"That's what he was told," Mirabel clarified. "They are far greater than mere tunnels between universes. Natural phenomena that defied understanding even to my people's greatest scientists."

"Hang on," Amber said. "Does that mean building a shield around a standard star is possible? What if it becomes a red giant or a supernova?""

"I'd think easier," Mirabel said. "Providing the materials matter is a fairly simple logistical problem for the Ampytheans. The death stage of the star would be more difficult to account for, unless a steady injection of hydrogen is provided to stave it off. The alternative would be to build a shield large enough to account for it."

"That's a Dyson Sphere. Those would take a lot of matter to build," Brindal mused. "Probably as much as the rest of the solar system contains."

"If you're done babbling, I've got the course laid in. Going to take a few weeks and a couple of jumps."

Amber frowned. "Even with our black box?"

"It helps get us there faster, but we're headed to a chaotic part of the galaxy," Pret said. "We don't have a lot of reliable charts and because it's so far coreward, readings aren't reliable. Mirabel's data is the best we've got and she told me not to trust it, since it's really old and a lot has probably changed. I plan on a couple of hops with time to gather more data and adjust if we need to."

Amber turned to look at Mirabel. The massive woman met her gaze and then looked away, her face emotionless as she looked at the display that showed the starscape of the Caphalos system.

"I know better than to doubt you," Amber said. She turned away from Seph and said, "Station ready report?"

"Comms are good," Kanya, a Terran woman, announced.

"Weapons ready," Garf grunted.

"Electronics in the best shape they've ever been in," Brindal announced.

"Engines are green," Roncil, the Furian replacement for the former chief engineer, chimed in.

"All right, stores are good and so is the crew and our guests," Amber said. "Kanya, open up ship comms."

Kanya tapped a few buttons and flipped a thumbs up to Amber.

"Hold on tight boys, girls, and everybody in between. The final voyage of the Uma is officially underway," Amber announced.

The blond Terran looked to Pret and gave a single nod. "Entering the dark in three...two...one... We're black!"

The star field visible through windows around the starship shifted and blurred before flashing for a microsecond and then being replaced by nothing. The ship raced along a tunnel of non-light that not only denied reflection, but swallowed all light the Uma emitted.

"All that fuss and we don't even get to feel a damn thing," Garf grumbled. "Never has felt right."

"All systems are good," Roncil said. "We're in the dark."

"No shit," Garf said as he stared out the main display. "We can see that."

"Ignore him, Ronnie," Amber said. "Garf's afraid to sleep without a nightlight on too."

The bridge crew, save Garf, chuckled at the joke. Amber settled into her chair and tapped on her console, bringing up diagnostic screens and status reports to double check. She wasn't worried, she was slipping back into the familiar repetition of things she'd done hundreds of times before. A part of her was going to miss this.

Her small display flashed a yellow alert.

"Captain, looks like a faulty pressure valve!" Ronnie announced before Amber could find the alert. "Coolant leak."

"I think it's a bad sensor," Brindal said. "I've got good readings up and down the line."

Amber sighed. The part of her that was going to miss it was getting smaller and smaller by the second. She raised an eyebrow at Brindal and asked her young lover, "Better than ever, you said?"

Brindal blushed. "I'll go check it out."

"Ronnie, go with him."

The Furian hopped up from her chair and grabbed her tool belt off the hook on the side of her station. "On it!"
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Aden strode through the open doorway to the bridge and found his gaze drawn to the display. The starscape was unfamiliar and filled with lots of bright clusters of stars and multi-colored distant gas clouds. A line ran across the display, shadowing the lights in the background and leaving evidence of an asteroid field larger than anything he'd ever seen before.

"There's a star here," Aden said. "I thought you said there was no star? Are we in the right place?"

"This is it," Amber said. "Keret'Tekka, the system containing the Keret'Por fleet, according to your friend."

A light flashed at Kanya's station. She tapped it and then looked up, "Captain, Mystique says she has some things to share."

"Scans are showing crazy amounts of debris," Pret said before Amber could respond.

"Confirm that," Garf echoed. "I'm picking up a lot of mass, but the computer's struggling to identify it."

"It's wreckage," Amber said. "Of course it can't identify it."

"I mean the computer can't get more than size and shape. We don't even know what most of this stuff is made of. I do see some Pacathian scattered throughout... and we've got some good old fashioned rocks and normal iron, ice, hydrogen, nickel, and the other typical elements."

Amber studied her display and then turned to Aden. "This really is the right place. She wasn't lying."

"Mystique may have some answers," he advised.

She nodded. "All right, you three stay on task. Keep scanning but don't get any closer. Aden, family meeting time. Kanya, open up a line to the lounge and let everyone know to meet us there."

The bridge crew grumbled as Aden and Amber left the bridge and made their way to the main deck. They weren't the first ones in the lounge, but they weren't the last either. Dominic was and he joined them with a towel draped over his shoulders and sweat glistening on his face and making his shirt stick to his chest. He sat between Mystique— who smiled— and Tosc. The Lermian wrinkled his nose at the Terran's sour smell and stood up so he could move away and stand beside the bench.

"My pheromones ain't for everybody," Dominic said with a grin.

Tosc bared his sharp teeth and snorted.

Aden looked around at the twelve people filling the room. Graxx took up the most given his size and extra arms, but over the past six weeks everyone had gotten used to the Criknid and welcomed him amongst their ranks. It turned out he liked to play cards and even had a dry sense of humor.

"We've arrived in the Keret'Tekka system," Aden began. He stopped and looked at Amber. "Sorry, this is your ship."

She shrugged and said, "Not for much longer. We're here, like he said. There's a lot of salvage out there, but so far we don't know what it even is."

"I got some more data while you was walking down there," Garf said over the speaker.

"Captain Haynes," Mystique spoke up. "I've been monitoring the ship's scans and I believe I can help."

Amber looked at Aden and then back at the android. "All right, go ahead."

Mystique smiled at her before addressing the crowd. "The amount of mass in this solar system is almost one hundred thirty percent that of a solar system formed around a standard yellow dwarf star."

"I thought the star was supposed to be wiped out?" Brindal interrupted.

Mystique smiled at him. "The star at the center of this system is a white dwarf, but it is gaining mass from a cloud of matter orbiting it."

"Wrecked ships?" Aden asked. "There can't be enough of them to make a difference to a star."

"No, not the wreckage," Mystique said. "I believe this matter was ejected from the star. Forcibly ejected."

Aden's eyes narrowed. "Like a solar flare?"

"No," Graxx said. His voice was scratchy and gruff, but he always spoke slowly to make sure he was understood. "Something happened to the star. It was attacked."

"So the Ampytheans really do have a star killing weapon?" Brindal asked.

"So it would seem," Mystique agreed. "The rest of the matter is a combination of destroyed planets and destroyed spacecraft or space stations. Not a single planet remains in this system, only asteroids. Most of the wreckage will require further study as it does not match the known elements."

"I might be able to help with that," Graxx said. "There are lost elements that have not been seen in a very long time."

"That would be helpful," Mystique agreed.

Amber turned to Mirabel. She had to look up a little even though the woman was standing near the door and leaning against the wall. "What about you? Any help you can offer?"

"Keret'Por ships were protected by dark matter hulls, they—"

"Dark Matter?" Mystique asked with eyes bigger than any organic Kondoran could have ever had.

"Yes. Their hulls are armored with it. I don't know how it works or how it's made, only that it was more resilient than living metal, particularly against energy weapons," Mirabel said.

"I bet energy weapons includes scans," Garf grumbled from the bridge.

"It would," Mirabel agreed.

"All right," Amber said. "Here's what we need. Mirabel and Graxx, work with Mystique and anyone else you need to help us figure out what we're seeing. Then we can see what we can use."

"Of course," Graxx said.

Mirabel nodded and Mystique beamed at both of them. She even started to stand when the ship seemed to list and the lights flickered. Everyone sitting or standing around her slumped, staggered, or outright collapsed to the ground. Aden and Sierra clutched their chests before passing out. Mirabel grunted and fell to her hands and knees before her strength gave out and she hit the decking.

Graxx and Mystique looked around the suddenly silent room until their eyes fell on each other.
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Mystique turned and grabbed Dominic first. He was alive, she could feel that through the bond she had with him, but she wasn't sure how much longer. She checked his pulse and examined his vitals, cross-referencing them with her medical database on organic species. He was unresponsive and his pulse, blood pressure, and synaptic activity was low.

She checked a few others, moving to Twyf next and comparing her vitals against the Tassarian baseline. It was the same, she was at the bottom of the range for living and way below healthy. Aden checked out the same as Dominic had and so did Roncil compared to a normal Furian.

She looked up at Graxx and saw the Criknid staring at her. "Go check on the bridge!" she said.

He bowed his head as much as his chitin would allow and hurried off.

Mystique looked around. Something had happened to them all. An attack, obviously. An ingested poison wouldn't hit everyone at the same time, but it had to be something that targeted organic life forms... except Graxx was still around. That left... what?

She reached out to the Uma's systems and sent one of her processing streams racing through the data banks searching for answers. Something had happened two point six three minutes ago. Something that—

"Mystique," Graxx's voice came over the comms. "All three bridge crew are similarly incapacitated."

Mystique froze. She was staring at Dominic. His chest was rising and falling, albeit in very shallow breaths. Her processor collating data finished gathering the logs and set about parsing through them, searching for patterns and explanations.

"Bring them to the infirmary," Mystique said.

"All of them?"

Mystique frowned, her other processor struggling to deal with all that was happening and the emotional baggage she had acquired when bonding herself to Dominic and gaining true sentience. "No... the lounge," she said. "We will care for them here."

"Agreed," Graxx responded.

By the time he brought Kanya and Pret down, two arms holding each of them, Mystique had tried to make her friends and shipmates as comfortable as possible. She stared at them and then stiffened as her algorithm completed and shared the data between processors.

"A pulse of energy swept through the ship," she said. "Energy type is unknown. It disrupted the ship's systems though, that is the only way I speculate as to the medium of the attack. It appears of limited range, based on the strength decreasing from where it struck the port engine and when it reached the lounge. Time is on the scale of Planck seconds, implying this is a energy wave based attack. I estimate it to be no more three hundred thousand kilometers distant."

"I do not know of any such weapons," Graxx said. "Could it be an undiscovered natural phenomena?"

Mystique tilted her head and then shook it. "Unlikely. Mirabel was disabled and this system was inhabited by her people."

Graxx clicked his mandibles. "You speak wisely."

Mystique couldn't find it in herself to smile at his compliment. She turned in a circle and looked down at the fallen people. "I don't know how to fix them," she whispered.

Graxx studied her for a moment and then turned and strode out of the lounge and down the hall. Mystique watched him go while her secondary processor iterated through the Terran, Vagnosian, Devikian, Lermian, and Tassarian medical databases and searching for any similar cases. Her other processing stream fought back the almost overwhelming terror of losing Dominic and her other friends. If he died, she would die. Her bond would insure it... but even if it didn't she couldn't imagine living without him.

Graxx laid Garf down on the floor and moved to stand over where she knelt at Dominic's side. His mandibles clicked a few times before she looked up at him. She had moisture in her body. Water that she could use for a myriad of purposes. Now she fought an irrational urge to make use of the finite resource to create tears in her eyes.

"I have enabled the Uma's shields," Graxx said. To his credit armored shields slid down over the view ports in the lounge and sealed tightly in place to protect against a breach in case the tyranium was broken. "We are unable to provide active scans, but this might offer some protection."

"The damage is already done," Mystique said.

"They are not dead," Graxx pointed out. "A second attack could finish them."

Mystique jerked her head up. She hadn't considered that. Limited to one active cognitive processing stream that was almost overwhelmed with the billions of decisions and adjustments and calculations necessary to provide conscious control of her body and its emotions was debilitating. "We should leave!" she hissed.

He bowed his head. "If the attack is limited by range, that would be wise."

Mystique rose and took a step. She stopped and looked back at him. "I... I should stay with hi— them. Can you pilot the ship?"

"I can," Graxx said. He turned and took a step before adding, "I will."

Mystique returned to Dominic's side. She put her hand on his chest and watched him, searching his vitals as well as his face for any changes. He was barely functioning. His synapses were less than those of a person in a coma.

Another dose of whatever hit him would finish him off. But how? What was happening to him that would disrupt him so thoroughly? A chemical or physical attack could surely do such a thing, but no one had touched them. How could a wave based attack have such an impact? How could it...

Mystique leapt to her feet and raced down the hall to the cabin she and Dom shared. She didn't dare disrupt her processing thread but she had to check something and she didn't dare release control of her body to do it.
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Precisely forty nine minutes after the initial attack on the Uma Graxx was piloting the ship into a station holding orbit over six hundred thousand kilometers away from the center of the solar system. He froze for three seconds, allowing the ship to over-rotate, before he realized what was happening. He hesitated longer, uncertain as to what he was doing. He recalled the memory of coming to the bridge and that reminded him of his course of action. He adjusted the ship's rotation, setting it back into place, and then enabled station keeping.

Graxx checked the system's logs to confirm his suspicion and then turned and rose. Mystique was standing in the doorway to the bridge.

"I know what happened!" she said with a grin on her face.

"We were just attacked again," he said. "I felt it this time."

Her smile faded. "You did?"

"Yes."

"But you're still conscious..."

"Consciousness is not an entirely accurate concept for  Criknid. We can enter into a state of torpor where we appear to be sleeping for purposes of hibernation. Outside of that, when a Criknid is on a specific task we are focusing on that task. When we are not, we are at rest. This new attack was very weak, confirming your theory of distance and lessening power. The task I was working was disrupted and I had to recall what it was to continue it."

Mystique snapped her living metal fingers. "That confirms it. I could kiss you right now!"

Graxx stared at her, unfazed by her unexpected offer. "Confirms your theory?"

"Yes. I kept looking for similarities between everyone affected but couldn't find anything. Then I realized that maybe I should be looking for differences. Not between them, but with you!"

"That is a wise course of investigation," he agreed.

"So... like you just said, Criknid don't think the same way other organic races do. You're brains function like event driven computers. There are no autonomous functions, only consciously directed actions. Every breath, every beat of your heart, every tick of an antenna is a conscious decision you make."

"Correct."

"Disrupt you for one second and it's no big deal, you choose to do it the next second. As long as you aren't prevented from breathing or beating your heart for a prolonged period, you will be fine."

"Also correct. Even if that did occur it would place me in the state of torpor I mentioned."

"Right," Mystique said. "So, that's why you're not bothered by it! Much, I mean. The weapon is some manner of beam that is able to scramble the electrical activity or an organic mind. It— oh no! You said it hit us again! Through our shields?"

"Our shields were down," Graxx said.

Mystique stared at him. "Why would you do that? Why would you lower them? Dom— our friends..."

"I was resuming active scans now that we were further out. I checked the ship's logs and the impact was very weak."

Mystique bit back a curse and hurried off the bridge and back down to the lounge. She checked Dominic first and then moved on to the others. They were alive still, but certainly no better off. Graxx joined her by the time she'd finished collecting the vitals on the last of their unconscious crewmates.

"I believe we can triangulate the source of the attack," Graxx said. "We have two data points now."

Mystique looked at him and nodded. "Let's do it... and then blow them up."

"Are you capable of controlling the Uma's weapons?"

Mystique let a wicked smile split her human-looking lips. "I was built for war."

Graxx clicked his mandibles and led her back up to the lift and the bridge on the top deck. He squatted behind the chair and reached around it to use two hands on the controls and two to hold the chair for stability. Mystique slipped into Garf's chair at the weapons console. She cycled through the options and prepared the Uma's weapons for manual targeting.

"I have located the target," Graxx said a few moments later. "I will be using the last scans to generate the display and avoid triggering another attack."

"Do it," Mystique said.

Within seconds the holographic viewer on the bridge printed out a three dimensional image of space some three hundred thousand kilometers distant. Dark objects took shape, each of them obviously broken and lifeless. Amidst the sea of debris a dark grey ellipsoid object floated in space. There were no features or markings on it, just the uniform seamless color giving it a sinister look.

"I'm going to fuck you up," Mystique said.

Graxx twisted so he could look at her.

Mystique shrugged. "He hurt my gella," she said, using the Tassarian term for soul mate she learned from Twyf and Seph."

Graxx bowed and turned back to the pilots console. "We are at a disadvantaged range for a precise manual strike, would you like me to get closer?"

"Oh yes," she said. "Close and personal."

"Stand by," Graxx said while triggering the Uma's engines.

The ship accelerated through space and then rose up and around over some of the outlying debris. Several minutes passed before Graxx piloted the ship back into a holding position allowing a stable firing solution. "We have reached an optimal firing position."

"Range is seven thousand kilometers," Mystique confirmed. "Target is five point six meters in diameter."

Mystique activated the Uma's energy weapons and selected the laser turrets. They had the best firing arc and were the most precise of all the weapons, even if they lacked in punch. For something the size she was targeting power wouldn't matter.

"Firing solution is ninety nine percent, firing laser turrets," Mystique said and watched the display. Two sparks of light appeared on the surface so close together only she could tell they weren't a single point. They faded immediately.

"Given the resp—"

Mystique saw the small satelite looked virtually unharmed. Some scarring marked where the invisible beam weapons had struck. "Graxx, what is it?" she asked. She looked at him and saw him still squatting. His mandible clicked and he turned to look at her. "Another attack just hit us. I was recommending a different weapon choice, given the response to our electromagnetic scans."

"Another attack? At this range? Oh no!" Mystique gasped. Another disruption like that to Dom would kill him! Or if it didn't, it wouldn't take many more.

She turned back to her station. Rage dominated her processing stream. She had to protect Dominic and their friends. Destroying this alien device was the only way she knew how to do that right now. Dominic was still alive, she would know if he wasn't, but it might not last long. If she couldn't protect them, then she'd avenge them.

"Mass drivers and particle projection cannons online. Solution is at seventy three... eighty one... eighty seven... ninety percent. Firing!"

Mystique pressed the button and they felt the ship hum as the electromagnetic weapons accelerate and released the loaded ammunition. They struck several seconds later. The holographic image was fed by passive scanners and the light created by the flash of kinetic energy gave no doubt to the destruction of the ellipsoid device.

Mystique turned to Graxx and waited. When he said nothing she asked, "Was that it? Did it trigger another attack?"

"There was no response and I did not feel my thoughts interrupted," he said. "Would you like me to try an active scan?"

Mystique pressed her lips together. "I'm not sure. Is it safe?"

"For us, yes."

"Not funny."

His mandibles clicked and then he said, "I am sorry."

"Too soon," she said.

"I will take us back to our prior position. Any attack will be minimal at that point."

Mystique nodded. "Okay, I'll go check on everyone."

"Agreed."

Mystique hurried out and back down to the lounge. She smiled at the thought of how much Dominic would be bitching about all the back and forth she was doing between the bridge and the lounge. He was middle aged for a Terran, but in good shape. Still, he was complaining more and more about his body aching. Not that he ever slowed down.

She hovered over him and checked his vitals again. They remained low. They weren't any worse than before. In fact, statistically they were improved, just not much. At this rate he would regain consciousness in approximately seventy seven days. He would die of dehydration or malnutrition long before that though.

"Mystique," Graxx called across the comms.

"I'm in the lounge," she responded. "No change to their status," she said rather than get his hopes up.

"That is good. Apparently whatever attack we triggered is only to disable organic life forms, not destroy them."

"Except disabling them for a long time will kill them all the same," Mystique pointed out.

"That is true," he said after a moment. He paused again before continuing. "I have positive news. Active scans are operational. I have not received any counter-attacks or counter-scans, however I am scanning for the effects of the attack."

"Oh... you think there are more of them out there?"

"Given the short range of the one that attacked us, yes. I predict many more."

"Okay. Let me know what you find."

"I will."

She held Dominic's hand in hers. The threat was gone but the attack had happened. Dom was hurt and so was everyone else. Well, almost everyone. She lowered her head and kissed Dominic on the lips softly. He was barely staying warm enough, they needed blankets. She stared at his sleeping face a moment longer and then, giving in to the irrational want, she let the moisture gather in her eyes and run down her cheek. It dropped onto his face but he didn't flinch.

Mystique rose and moved to gather blankets. They might not never know it, but she was going to do everything she could to make them comfortable as long as she could.
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"So then she said, 'I'm going to fuck you up!'"

Graxx's delivery was a bit awkward, but everyone in the galley laughed or grinned. Only Dominic gawked at Mystique.

"You swore!" he said.

Mystique grinned and leaned into him. "Damn right I did."

Once that laughter died again Amber said, "All right, so you blew it up and then we woke up?"

"I wish it was that easy," Mystique said. "Graxx and I didn't know what to do, you weren't getting better. I kept you warm and comfortable and we started putting you through shifts in the infirmary to hydrate you and keep you from starving. We cleaned you too."

Amber gagged.

"It wasn't that bad," Mystique said.

Amber looked at Garf. "All that hair—" Amber gagged again and Kanya joined her. Sierra grimaced and Aden had to admit to himself he wouldn't have been able to do it.

"Next time buy me a drink first," Garf said.

"The whole time I was searching through medical databases and finally I stumbled across an idea," she said. "Your bodies needed both stimulation and electrolytes to provide an environment that would support the electrical level necessary."

"So you did buy me a drink first!" Garf teased.

Mystique winked at him and turned to Challee. "Actually, I experimented on Challee first. Vagnosian physiology provided the best option for recovering. We increased salinity in her system to match that found in a Vagnosian womb and then I electrocuted her."

"You did what?" Aden gasped.

Challee touched her chest.

"Stopped her heart," Mystique admitted. "Then I did it again, but only enough for a normal defibrillation. That reset her system and her heart started and her synapses showed normal activity... normal for someone recovering from a heart attack, that is. A few hours later she woke up."

Challee rubbed her chest. "Chest hurt too. Still a little sore."

"Sorry," Mystique said.

"Beats dying in my sleep," the Vagnosian said. She looked at everyone and said, "After that, we worked together to figure out how to get everyone back. Nobody else had their heart stop but everybody got medicine and a little jolt.

Aden frowned and then shrugged. "We're all alive and well, thank you to all three of you."

Mystique beamed and kissed Dominic hard on the mouth. Her grunted in surprise but returned it. Living metal could be hard and unyielding, or with Mystique's fine control, it could be as soft and compliant as the flesh of an excited young woman.

"I am glad to assist," Graxx said. "I won't even charge you."

The Criknid's words brought silence to the room.

"You did not make that joke," Amber groaned first.

Aden smirked and then started laughing. Fresh from what might have been their final slumber, the others joined in and made themselves ready to rejoin the living.

"While Mystique was caring for the crew I located two other devices similar to the one we destroyed. We have destroyed those as well, using kinetic weaponry. We would require more powerful energy weapons to destroy them."

"So this system is full of these devices?" Sierra asked.

"It appears so. I estimate several hundred thousand of them. More if they are placed throughout the system and not only in target areas."

"What's a target area?" Seph asked.

"An area containing a debris field," Graxx answered.

Seph grunted.

"Makes sense," Sierra said. She turned to Aden. "What do you think?"

"Can we protect ourselves?" Aden asked. "Some sort of shielding?"

"Our shields provide minimal protection. Physical shielding seems more impactful," Graxx said. "We have not identified the wavelength or type of energy the attack is using."

Aden turned on Mirabel, "Do you have any ideas?"

She shook her head. "This is not a weapon I have heard of."

"Perhaps the Kesari developed it," Graxx suggested. "They only gave us access to knowledge specific to what we used or needed to build and maintain. It was only once the Oracle came and embraced us that I was able to begin to learn of my people's history and technology."

"Ellena might come in handy now," Aden mused.

"Or she might be even more at risk here," Amber said.

Aden nodded. "True. Doesn't matter either, she's not here. So how do we go about this? We just have to find every one of these devices and blow them up? That could take years!"

"I have no other suggestion," the Criknid engineer said.

Aden scowled.

"The effects are lessened by armor?" Mirabel asked.

"They seem to be," Mystique said. "Our sample data is limited though and I really don't want anyone testing it on themselves."

"I'm certain of it," Graxx said.

"Then let's start salvaging," the Keret'Por stated. "The armor they use is considerably stronger than anything we have."

Mystique tilted her head. "I've been studying the wreckage and there is far less evidence of energy weapon damage than kinetic damage."

Amber and Aden looked at each other. He nodded. "All right, let's see what we can put together. Doesn't even need to be a ship, just maybe some kind of structure we can seal off and start learning a few things."

"Take the shuttle," Amber said. "The Uma will keep marking and destroying those probes. Graxx and Mystique, would you mind helping us with that? LOS comms only until we get back."

Mystique grinned and looked to Graxx. He gave a stiff nod. "Of course, I've already had a chance to welcome Dom back to the living."

The grizzled mercenary blushed, which only made the others laugh louder.
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Chapter 6
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The Uma's shuttle floated in space, thrusters occasionally jetting to adjust the position of the vessel as floating debris threatened from a hundred meters away. Aden, Sierra, and Mirabel clung to different pieces of wreckage and pulled themselves along it, searching for usable salvage.

"Recognize anything?" Aden asked over the suit comms. They were wearing combat suits instead of utility vac suits. They lacked in tools but made up for it with enhanced monitoring, armor, and a built in pulse laser instead of the plasma welder.

"Knowing this place existed does not mean I've ever been here," Mirabel said.

Aden pushed off the chunk of debris that refused to register on his suit's sensors save for two small panels that read as Pacathian metal. The unknown metal was long and smooth, with a slight arc to it. An armor panel, perhaps, or maybe just a piece of outer hull.

"Yeah, good point," he said while triggering his thrusters to spin him as he floated. He arrested his spin with another jet of thrust and picked another, larger, dark object floating twenty two meters away. He checked his suits reserves and gave himself another burst to get their faster. "Wasn't talking to just you though. Any one of us might recognize something. Your people had to have galleys and bridges and cabins and armories too, right?"

Mirabel was silent for several seconds. Aden began to wonder if something had happened or if he'd lost comms when she responded in a distant voice, "I'm not sure. I don't see why not."

Aden frowned. Had he upset her? She'd always seemed rock solid to him - both her body and her mind. She hadn't trusted them at first but they'd won her over and she opened up. Well, Mystique had won her over. She'd been mostly silent but helpful when asked. Handy too, the woman was at least as strong as Garf and seemed to know a little bit about everything. Especially anything mechanical or electrical.

"Hey, check that out!"

Aden slowed his descent to keep from crashing into the debris he was floating toward and landed gracefully against it. He found an edge and grabbed on before turning and searching for the highlighted box that would tell him where Sierra was at. "Can't, there's too much junk floating between us."

"I'm coming to you," Mirabel said.

"Not me, in front of me. Hang on, I'll light it up."

"Don't!" Mirabel snapped.

"Uh, okay... why not? It's just a laser designator."

"It might trigger a defense," Mirabel said.

"Good point," Aden said while he pulled himself over and around the floating scrap he was clinging to. This one had a solid sheet of Pacathian metal coming out of the dark metal. There was more on this one too, some bulkheads with consoles in them. The sheet was torn and bent, implying that incredible destructive force must have been used. 

"Stick with passive sensors only," Aden said.

Sierra snorted. "Passive sensors? You mean mark 0 optics? Because I can't do that, remember?"

Aden's grin faded. His half-sister's eyes had been destroyed when she'd been sucked out into space. She lost a good portion of her arms and legs in the incident and ended up having large portions of her skull replaced after Seph had saved her. "Yeah, well... I meant just what we can see."

"That is a large section," Mirabel said.

Aden clenched his teeth and oriented himself along the wreckage he'd found so that he was facing the other two. He thrust off toward them and had to adjust his course twice to clear intervening flotsam. He continued to adjust once Sierra and Mirabel began moving until he cleared a gantry-like structure that was slowly spinning in space. Once past it he saw what Sierra had discovered. It was a large chunk of dark metal, complete with a dark metal tube emerging from it almost fifteen meters.

"What is that?" Aden asked. "That thing sticking out... is it..."

"Looks like a docking bridge," Mirabel said.

"You sure, that doesn't look like a standard clamp," Sierra said.

"These ships were destroyed hundreds of thousands of years before most of the thrall species evolved from the mud of their home worlds," Mirabel said.

"Did Keret'Por ships have docking bridges?" Aden asked as he tried to close the distance to the others.

"I don't think so. Maybe a repair vessel or large ship," Mirabel thought out loud. "This might be the remains of an outpost or station."

"That would explain this cloud of debris," Aden said.

Sierra reached the wreckage and maneuvered her suit around the object. "Switching to low light amplification to avoid triggering any defenses," she announced. 

Mirabel reached the end of the suspected bridge and examined it before stating, "There is damage here. It looks like it was connected to something else that was torn free. There is a closure, but it is damaged. There is an opening, but too small for any of us to get through. I'm going to try to open it further."

"Mirabel, is that wise? What if you trigger another defense?" Aden asked while he began to slow down his descent toward her.

"I'm not using any energy weapons," Mirabel said. He heard her suck in a breath and then a long and low grunt. In a tight voice she said, "This metal is so old and frozen it barely remembers what it is."

"What?" Sierra asked.

"You're talking to the metal?" Aden asked.

"It is living metal," Mirabel said. "My people were designed to work with it."

"Okay... well, this is promising. The dark metal encapsulates this section. There are some torn off areas that look like they connected to other areas, but they're all closed off," Sierra reported.

"I'm in," Mirabel said. "This has been untouched... there are bodies. Three Keret'Por bodies."

Aden thrust himself into the end of the bridge. He pulled himself in and switched to low light mode. Even with the suits enhanced optics he couldn't see anything beyond the bodies that had collected near the end of the bridge. Mirabel pushed the frozen corpses out of the way as gently as she could and then she flipped her suit lights on.

"Mirabel!" Aden hissed.

"We're inside," she stated. "No one has been here since they died. I have never heard of Keret'Por building defenses inside their structures."
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